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The office of m3architecture is located far from other Brisbane architectural offices in 
a gritty semi-industrial district a few doors along from a ‘nude’ car wash and 
surrounded by a number of small traders. Formed 10 years ago, the partnership of 
Michael Banney, Michael Christensen, Michael Lavery and Ben Vielle (former 
graduates of Queensland University of Technology) are now comfortably 
accommodated in a remodelled older-style timber house. Painted silver-grey on the 
outside, the interior separates this colour into a white upper-level office space with 
individual work areas and a lower-level entryway and conference room that is 
predominantly black. Such experiments between form, colour and visibility are 
present in several of the practice’s projects, as is a concern that Modernism’s 
insistence on clarity and purity of form generates a discordant relation to the reality of 
the built environment.  
 
For some projects, this idea is used to create architecture that responds to the lived 
traces of inhabitation, a serious concern for more than one partner in this practice 
where all four are under the age of 40. This is perhaps a generational attitude to their 
collective education in a city that has tended to characterise ‘sub-tropical’ design 
through overhanging mono-pitch roofs, the shading of windows, and open timber 
screens to allow air movement and prevent heat gain. Moreover, the presence of a 
few very successful local practices tends to establish a direction that without critical 
appraisal quickly becomes an easily assimilated ‘style’. Resistant to such 
simplifications, m3architecture’s social and cultural agenda and site-driven approach 
is, as Michael Banney suggests, a place to question pervading assumptions from first 
principles. For example, they have taken Michael Christensen’s expertise in 
laboratory design and fused it with a programme-specific social/artistic intention, 
completely altering our perception of such spaces.  
 
It is clear from their approach that when producing architecture that is geographically 
distant from Europe (as in this case), the search for connections and crossings as a 
catalyst for intellectual inquiry is measured by the desire to generate architecture that 
is intimate to its discipline and distant from convention. That is, m3architecture’s work 
is a visible reminder that lines of culture, local environment, material production and 
climatic difference are just some of the factors that enable the emergence of 
differentiated architectural form and new geometries of living. Concomitant with these 
is an understanding that the practices and procedures of one social/cultural situation 
are not easily placed in another context, irrespective of how well-intentioned might be 
the translation of ideas or how well-informed and receptive the audience.  
 
Many of the practice’s projects, as speculations on architecture, engage dynamic or 
‘emergent’ properties derived from an individual basis, and emanating from the 
personal ideological positions of the four partners. Such procedures remove any 
tendency towards an identifiable ‘house style’ or promotion of a particular agenda, 
providing a looser uncentred condition allowing for an idiosyncratic discovery of 
architecture. Perhaps the only idea that transcends is an understanding that each 
project exists within a continuum – having a ‘before’ and an ‘after’. That is, by 
departing from framed Modernist spatial thinking, it is possible to discover some 
conditions prior to the emergent form, while speculating that subsequent conditions 
invoke another architectural distribution.  
 
These latter ideas also speak to the firm’s commitment to local ‘vernacular’ 
architecture, the typological and quintessential Queenslander house, and a desire to 
retain its visibility as market forces demand it is altered to accommodate modern 
living. Many such projects have been undertaken by m3architecture throughout 
Brisbane, retaining as much of the existing building as possible while carefully 
orchestrating new accommodation into clearly defined additions. One example is the 
Armstrong Residence, where a reflective glass pavilion is placed beyond the main 
house and connected by a small passageway, clearly identifying the new against the 
existing. This action forces the appearance of a dematerialised architecture that 
mimics the immediate forest landscape and is evidenced only by the thick edge of a 
concrete roofline. This foundational idea of invisibility is countered by the evidential 
presence of the new lower-level interior spaces excavated beneath the existing 
building and exposed to the garden. Colour in the form of red light radiating through a 
clear plastic surface indicates a moment of inflection – when the plan becomes 
section – and the invitation to ascend a staircase. 
 
The importance of this project and other work is that they do not delimit architecture 
to recognisable representations and style (although they operate through the frame 
of both), but instead generate sensations never before experienced. Such work 
reminds me of Elizabeth Grosz’s argument that it is from the whirling chaos that is 
nature, materiality and force that the artist makes a selection or parenthesizes 
various elements that allow art to evolve.1 She proposes that it is a progression that 
rises beyond movements and styles, when these are considered as the continued 
replacement of fundamentally unstable effects, to reveal a distribution that concerns 
becoming artistic – a state of self-transformation. This selection, a consequence of 
cultural difference, brings forth the unpredictability of taste, such that the artistic 
response partitions space and frames a field or territory into a compositional plane 
concerned with affect, sensation and intensity.  
 
For example, the Human Movement Pavilion for Queensland University of 
Technology proposes a translation between industrialised product and artistic 
practice. Here the existing proprietary tractor shed and floodlighting pole are located 
on the edge of a sports field formed by cutting and filling a sloping hillside. Respectful 
of this change in ground condition, the project engages with these conditions rather 
than insisting on their removal. The architectural proposition establishes the pavilion 
as a ground-floor extension comprising teaching, changing and storage facilities with 
a predominantly white upper-level facia stretching across the front of the lighting 
pole. The facia was conceived, working with artist Dirk Yates, as a register of time 
catalysed by the sun’s daily path through summer and winter, as well as artificial 
lighting at night. Constructed from a palette of ‘ordinary’ materials with differing 
reflective, translucent and colour properties, it exceeds the bare requirements of its 
bodily form, self-transforming and evolving – becoming artistic.  
 
Designed to be read from the playing field as well as from afar, the brilliance of the 
white facia under the summer sunshine is activated at one end by shadows cast from 
an irregular pattern of angle brackets and a diagonal fold reminiscent of the original 
hillside. However, in winter, when the sun is in the northern hemisphere, the facia is 
backlit, rendering the front green. Moreover, when moving around the building subtle 
changes momentarily destabilise any sense of permanence.  
 
More recently, m3architecture completed the Creative Learning Centre at Brisbane 
Girls Grammar School, a private institution with a strong academic reputation. This is 
an interesting and opportunistic project and is the practice’s largest commission to 
date. Beginning as a much less ambitious proposal, it is a testament to the client for 
having faith in a younger practice as the scope of the project expanded. This aside, it 
is the practice’s fourth scheme set in an educational context. This time the 
architecture frames the territory of movement such that one facade includes a 
combination of material arrangement and surface graphics to generate the tension 
found in moiré patterns. Using a combination of repetitive figures with similar 
spacing, and overlapping them at a small angle, creates an optical illusion whereby 
various points of intersection on the superimposed grids create interesting effects 
that the eye is unable to determine.  
 
The tension and effect created by moiré are confined to the west wall where 
movement is not simply self-referential but mimics aspects of the local environment. 
Viewed from a distance (for example from Brisbane’s inner-city bypass and local 
railway line), radial patterns reminiscent of nearby arched windows pulsate as the 
rulings interact with their own distorted ‘shadows’. Drawing closer the visual distortion 
caused by lines at variance is no less powerful, particularly as the underlying black-
and-white painted parallel grid becomes discernible. It is only when viewed up close 
and obliquely that it collapses into a flat planar surface and the static capacity of the 
bronze anodised aluminium ‘screen’ is exposed. Touching the illusory surface 
confirms the flattened face is not in motion, but discloses a relationship between the 
animate and the material, and the diagrammatic and the representational that is also 
central to experimentation in the digital realm. Challenges to the conventions of 
surface and substrate by architects such as Herzog & de Meuron are also present, in 
that virtual movement is indicated through materiality. The surface manipulation of 
the Creative Learning Centre illuminates what Michael Ostwald identified as the 
‘philosophically contested territory of the surface … wherein the form of the building 
and the impression generated by its skin are most at variance’.2 
 
As the site of exchange between architecture and ‘other’, materials and motion 
graphics translate this face into something non-representational. That is, the 
diagrammatic surface represents nothing yet opposes the figurative. Moreover, this 
outer material face resists projection across all surfaces, in a hermetic manner, to 
realise the interior ‘void’ as a volumetric effect generated through horizontal and 
vertical systems. However, to speak of ‘the volume effect’ is to recognise the relation 
between dividing surfaces and flowing space, between material presence and 
intangibility. In this case the dematerialisation of enclosing walls to three sides of the 
notional cubic form announces that conventional functional distribution has been 
reprogrammed. Spatial and material definition is manifested through the partially 
transparent roof, literally a productive or performing surface operating as both 
diagram and material.  
 
The general entry concourse aligning with the axially orientated main administration 
building of the centre is on level four, midway up the building. This eastern edge is 
more open, conducive to informal learning activities and student-generated events 
including music, drama and recitals. It is announced through the building volume as 
an incision, or ‘crease’ – a rotational deformation that induces tension between the 
incidence of the outer world (the urban) and private life (the school). Beneath the 
roofline, the central area or eroded void is non-hierarchical, boundary-less and, to 
some extent, has a labyrinthine-like terrain comprising stairs and balconies 
negotiable in several ways. The dynamic of this space is further increased by 
carefully programming various activities as visible acts of architectural extension. For 
example, the lower-level co-curricular music rooms are not amorphous spaces 
hidden from view. They are allowed to distribute other foundational architectural 
ideas such as the way transparency raises visibility and furthers the inside as 
labyrinth, while consistent materiality collapses the interior–exterior dichotomy and 
inflates the requirements of individual and community.  
 
To some extent the inner hard, raw ‘industrial’ aesthetic performs as traditional 
architecture; not that the floor is made in a traditional manner, but the floor surface 
grounds occupants within this large space. Resisting the temptation to revitalise 
traditional material and social hierarchical divisions, terrace becomes stair becomes 
balcony becomes studio. However, the use of achromatic surfaces and natural 
materials are, as observed by William Braham, ‘deemed masculine by virtue of their 
authenticity (or are they authentic by virtue of their masculinity)?’3 Colour (the fear of 
taste affiliated with irrationality and the feminine) is applied to bathroom floors and 
cubicle doors, strategic internal walls, and as radial patterns to the underside of floor 
slabs indicating areas of informal activity. In each case their emphasis is not the 
tension between decorative urge and material, but is argued as a coding system.  
 
Diagrammed this way, colour might just transcend gender stratification in this 
women-orientated environment; rather than the continuation of modern architecture’s 
excising of colour, a gendered discourse that aligns ornament and applied colours to 
the traditional practice of feminine interior design/decoration. And while we can argue 
chromophobia as one problematic of modern architecture (rather than a specific 
concern of the Creative Learning Centre), m3architecture do, as indicated, tend to 
engage material and colour palettes on an individual basis often acting as agents, or 
indicators of programmatic intention. Moreover, their ability to engage with the 
immanence of lived spatiality, the body’s movement, and sensations that contribute 
to an affective space sets them apart from other practices, both locally and 
internationally. 
 
 
Mark Taylor is a Senior Lecturer at Queensland University of Technology, Australia, 
where he researches and lectures on spatial theory and the designed interior. He is 
also a research fellow at RMIT’s Spatial Information Architecture Laboratory and a 
board member of Architectural Design Research. He guest-edited the Surface 
Consciousness issue of Architectural Design in 2003, and was co-editor, with 
Julieanna Preston, of the book Intimus: Interior Design Theory Reader (John Wiley & 
Sons, 2006). 
 
Notes 
1. Elizabeth Grosz, ‘Chaos, territory and art: Deleuze and the framing of the earth’, 
IDEA Journal, 2005, pp 15–28. 
2. Michael Ostwald, ‘Seduction, subversion and predation: Surface characteristics’, in 
Mark Taylor (ed), Surface Consciousness, Architectural Design, Vol 73, No 2, 2003, 
p 77. 
3. William W Braham, ‘A wall of books: The gender of natural colors in modern 
architecture’, Journal of Architectural Education, Vol 53, No 1, September 1999, p 13. 
 
 
 
Creative Learning Centre, Brisbane Girls Grammar School, 2007  
 
Located on the edge of an urban freeway and rail corridor, the west facade utilises a 
combination of material arrangement and surface graphics to generate the tension 
and effect found in moiré patterns. Against this gesture, the central interior void 
contributes significantly to the social spaces in the school, facilitating connections 
within and without the immediacy of its locale. A connection back to the main 
administrative building is articulated as a crease, a rotational deformation expressed 
through the use of ‘k’ section columns.  
